With deepest sadness, the American Journal of Sports Medicine family marks the passing of Dr William Elwood Garrett, Jr: an AJSM editorial board member since 1991 and past president of the American Orthopaedic Society for Sports Medicine. In March of this year, Bill underwent cervical spine surgery to address myelopathy. He was gradually recovering at home, when his condition suddenly deteriorated and he died peacefully on May 4, surrounded by his loving family.
Born in Roxboro, North Carolina, a town he described as ''more like Mayberry than Charlotte,'' Bill was a lifelong resident of the Tar Heel State. An academic superstar from childhood onward, he was awarded the prestigious Morehead Scholarship at the University of North Carolina in Chapel Hill before receiving both his MD and PhD degrees from nearby Duke University. Bill completed his orthopaedic residency at Duke and joined the faculty there in 1982, where he remained for most of his career.
A rarity among orthopaedic surgeons at the time, and even today, Bill's PhD was in the hard science of molecular and cell biology. A true clinician-scientist, he elucidated the nature of skeletal muscle injury while simultaneously establishing his orthopaedic sports medicine practice at Duke. Bill and I became friends in 1986, when we were both selected to participate in the first traveling fellowship exchange between AOSSM and ESSKA. Bill was never one to brag, but the sophistication of his research spoke for itself and impressed our orthopaedic hosts all over Europe. His research output, now totaling over 300 peer-reviewed publications, continued unabated throughout his career and also includes many studies on the pathogenesis, pathomechanics, and treatment of knee injuries.
Always in demand, Bill completed both the North American and ABC traveling fellowships of the American Orthopaedic Association and returned to Europe as Godfather of the AOSSM fellowship team in 2008. His research garnered almost too many awards to list; highlights include the Kappa Delta Award and at least 6 different AOSSM honors, including the Hughston and O'Donoghue Awards.
Bill was a natural teacher and loved to share his knowledge with others. At Duke, he mentored medical students, residents, and fellows. In recognition of his talents, the residents of both Duke and the University of North Carolina, where he served as orthopaedic chair for 5 years, gave him their outstanding teacher awards; from the AOSSM he received the George Rovere Education Award. The list of visiting professorships and invited lectures on his curriculum vitae goes on for more than 14 pages. In the words of James Urbaniak, his former chairman at Duke, ''I never heard Billy give a lecture that was not only highly informative, but was also entertaining and humorous.'' Bill's intelligence and talent for getting things done made him a natural selection for leadership roles in professional organizations. He was a director of the American Board of Orthopaedic Surgery for over a decade, filling many roles for that important credentialing body. Bill served on committees for a host of other associations, including the American College of Sports Medicine; the American Orthopaedic Association; the International Society of Arthroscopy, Knee Surgery, and Orthopaedic Sports Medicine (ISAKOS); the Orthopaedic Research Society; the Herodicus Society; and the AOSSM, where he was elevated to the office of president in 2003.
Somehow, amid all this academic productivity and professional leadership, Bill found time for a thriving clinical practice. He performed 250-300 surgical procedures per year, with an emphasis on knee arthroscopy and ligament reconstruction. Bill cared for many Duke University athletes and was a legend in the United States soccer community, serving as medical director of the US Soccer Federation and team physician for both the Men's and Women's National Teams from 1989 onward.
Although most of his colleagues from the orthopaedic world called him Bill, to his family and longtime friends he was always Billy. This diminutive nickname reflected one of Dr Garrett's most endearing qualities: despite all his erudition and distinguished accomplishments, he never lost his childlike irreverence and sense of mischief. Bill loved practical jokes and pranks. The word mischievous figured prominently in every eulogy at his funeral. Bill's eulogists recounted many Billy Stories, and congregants were encouraged to share their favorites with each other. People listening to a recording of Bill's service could be excused for thinking they were hearing the laugh track of a TV situation comedy with just enough prayers and scripture readings spliced in to give the congregation a chance to catch its breath. If you didn't know Bill personally, the following sampling of 3 stories, shared by his sons that day, will give you the flavor of Bill's personality and sense of humor.
''Dad was born at a very early age . . . and his troublemaking tendencies started not long after that. As a youngster, he was throwing snowballs at cars. He got caught and when he was asked what his name was, he said 'Matt ''When we were in elementary school, he flipped his car over in a cornfield. He was in one of those cars that spoke to you, and as he was sitting upside down in that car, the car said, 'Your lights are on.' To which his response to the car was, 'If you're so smart, why are you laying upside down in this field?' '' Bill Garrett had a seemingly endless repertoire of jokes and funny stories. I've always envied his ability to keep these in his head, ready to use whenever a laugh was called for. Try as I might, I never could remember any of them long enough to share them with others. Bill's ability to retain, catalogue, and deliver humorous banter with perfect timing was just another side of his multifaceted genius.
Most importantly, Bill Garrett was loved. At his funeral, hundreds of people-family, friends, colleagues, patients-filled the cathedral-sized Duke Chapel to say a loving goodbye to Billy. There, in the midst of Duke's stately neo-Gothic buildings and the greenery of a North Carolina spring day, we laughed as we exchanged Billy stories that kept the tears for our loss at bay. Billy will be deeply missed, but we will remember his accomplishments, his friendship, and his unique sense of humor.
